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THE EFFECTS OF IMPERIALISM ON THE US: 1899-1902

The Philippine-American war was a conflict that brought the morality of traditional
American values into question. The United States stepped into the world of geopolitics and
colonialism with the annexation and subjugation of the Philippines. In 1898 the United States
declared war on Spain in what became the Spanish-American War. The conflict was short and
the United States came out victorious. The United States entered the conflict in order to free the
Cubans from what it saw as oppression by the Spaniards. A consequence of the conflict was the
United States’ entrance into the kingdom of colonial powers. It gained territories in the
Caribbean and Pacific, with Puerto Rico and Cuba becoming protectorates and the Philippines
becoming a United States colony.
Imperialism by its very nature is a subject that demands debate. There are many
viewpoints to why the United States, a nation born out of an anti-imperial revolution, decided to
become an imperial power. Emily Rosenburg, Spreading the American Dream, argued that the
American’s intentions were essentially philanthropic.1 Some historians, especially Tony Smith,
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Though, she argued that Liberal-Developmentalism was the true culprit behind
America’s worldly spread, for the ease of the reader I have simplified the five-point theory to the
idea that American’s were hoping to spread some of their superiority. For more information, see:
Emily S. Rosenburg, Spreading the American Dream (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 37.

America’s Mission, argued that Americans were stuck in between a rock and a hard place, with
the fear being that another power would simply claim the Philippines if they left the islands to
themselves.2 The United States was not against imperialist efforts of other nations. James
Blount argued, The American Occupation of the Philippines, 1898-1912, that it was a deliberate
effort by the United States and McKinley to garner more territory for an American Empire.3
However these theories are not compelling when the motivations for war are examined.
McKinley’s war message highlighted the reasons behind the United States’ involvement
in the Spanish-American War: “In the cause of humanity and to put an end to the barbarities,
bloodshed, starvation, and horrible miseries now existing there, and which the parties to the
conflict are either unable or unwilling to stop or mitigate. It is no answer to say this is all in
another country, belonging to another nation, and is therefore none of our business. It is specially
our duty, for it is right at our door.”4 The United States was a philanthropic nation at the time.
McKinley’s speech showed that the American public could be moved through descriptions of
atrocities. The American people had a heroic complex; we deeply desired to be the ones to ride
in on our horses, guns blazing to save innocents. During this period of history, the United States
acted as the head of the Christian missionary movement which is indicative of the United States’
desire at the time to act for the betterment of the world. 5 This start to the annexation and
eventual subjugation of the Philippines was important because it set the stage for all the conflict
2
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James H. Blount, The American Occupation of the Philippines 1898-1912 (New York:
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that came. It is crucial to keep in mind that in the US’s vision it came as a daring hero, swooping
in to save the Filipinos from the terrors of “lower” civilization. As the first Philippine
Commission said: “Only through American occupation, therefore, is the idea of a free, self
governing, and united Philippine commonwealth at all conceivable.”6
History is an exercise in people. By understanding the motives of the American
government in waging a war and claiming new territory we are able to understand the men who
fought the war. If can understand the reasons why the United States did what she did, only then
can one begin to talk and understand with a sense of knowledge why what happened did happen.
By understanding that the cause of the United States was just then one can begin to empathize
with those who struggled through this conflict.
The war was started with the intention of freeing Cuba. Freeing Cuba was the priority of
the American people. On the other side of the globe, an equally as important fight was taking
place. It was the fight to take the Spanish colony of the Philippines. On May 1, 1898,
Commodore George Dewey conquered Manila in the American peoples’ name. 7 This put the
first set of American boots on Philippine soil. American soldiers entered with a sense of
excitement. Oregon Volunteer Lt. George F. Tefler reflected on his arrival to the islands in a
letter he wrote home: “Our journey is done – we have seen Dewey and yelled our throats raw.”8
From there, new players entered the game. The first was General Elwell S. Otis, who was
McKinley’s appointed man for the mission of conquering the Philippines. General Otis was the
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wrong man for the job. His men thought him pompous and aloof, standing above both his troops
and the Filipino people. Lt. George F. Tefler wrote of an incident involving General Otis on
October 16, 1898:
At my suggestion Captain Moon made a protest in writing – or rather complaint –
regarding a case of bad treatment in hospital. One of his men was sent to hospital
– suffering with dysentery. He went to see him and found him in a tent outside the
ward. It was a white tent – without a fly, and the heat nearly overpowered the
Captain while there. The surgeon in charge assured him that the condition of the
patient was in no way alarming. Seven hours after – the man was dead… His
complaint was forwarded and reached Gen’l Otis – who sent for him and asked
him to withdraw his complaint as it would make trouble.9
Otis wanted a perfect war. He wanted it by the books, no edits or writing in the margins. While
in some cases this can be a fine military strategy, here the men suffered as a result of his nature.
Otis was also disrespectful of his opponents themselves. Historian Grania Bolton wrote of the
story of the Philippine Insurrection General Otis told to some US Senators:
He believed that with such people there was little question of meaningful
negotiations and compromise never seemed necessary. He simply could not
imagine their nationalist aspirations. ‘They never intended to secure their
independence,’ he declared. The only purpose of Aguinaldo’s army was to ‘drive
the Americans into the sea and kill every white man in Manila.’10
Otis was racist and aloof. Yet, he was the man who was going to lead the US army in combat
with native Filipino’s whose cause was arguably justifiable.
The second actor in the unfolding Philippine drama was Emilio Aguinaldo. Aguinaldo
was a cunning Filipino Freedom fighter and leader of Filipino freedom movement and a known
troublemaker. His efforts to free his people had gotten him a lifetime of exile in China. In a
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stroke of idiocy and brilliance, Dewey covertly moved Aguinaldo and his staff onto a boat
headed the Cavite region of the Philippines from Hong Kong on May 15, 1899. Dewey thought
that Aguinaldo could unite the Philippines into the fighting force supporting the US against the
Spanish.
Unfortunately, this unification also led to the effective resistance needed to fend off the
powerful US military in less than a year. In later years, the discussion arose as to whether or not
the move constituted a promise towards Filipino independence, a sort of underhanded deal
between Dewey and Aguinaldo. The United States’ official policy toward the Filipinos was not
that they were bringing freedom, though that was implied. If it were promised to the Filipinos
that the US was bringing freedom, then they would have to deliver. That was something
President McKinley was not willing to promise. It then became a major issue later if Dewey had
indeed promised the Philippines independence. In an official Congressional Hearing three years
after the event, Dewey was asked if he ever recognized the government that the Filipinos were
attempting to organize during the retaking of the islands and he responded:
Oh, never... The German admiral came to me and said, “These Filipinos tugs that
are running about here have hoisted the Filipino flag; are you going to permit it?”
I said, “It is not a flag; they have no government; no government has recognized
them; they have a bit of bunting anybody could hoist.11
Dewey was careful with his interactions among the Filipinos. He used them for what
they were worth. As he said before a Congressional Hearing after the fact:
I was waiting for troops to arrive [testified Dewey] and I thought that the closer
they (the Filipinos) invested the city, the easier it would be when our troops
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arrived to march in. The Filipinos were our friends, assisting us; they were doing
our work.12
He knew the strategic importance of having allies on the ground who not only had a very good
reason to fight, but knew the terrain they were fighting in. However, at the same time he
recognized the situation the US was going to be in with the Filipinos. He had to balance politics
with the need for troops on the ground to supplement the meager American forces on the islands.
From there the war was conducted with the Filipino and the American soldiers driving
the remaining Spaniards out of the Philippines. Relations were strained between the two
factions. Indeed, many thought Otis was a micromanager and many seemed to never see him
appear on a battlefield itself. 13 The Philippine Nationalists and the US military remained neutral
before the Treaty of Paris, the treaty ending the war and guaranteeing the Philippines to the US,
was signed. Both recognized the value in the old saying, “The enemy of my enemy is my
friend.” However, on February 4, 1899 Private William Grayson fired on a Filipino Patrol who
refused to obey orders being barked at them and the insurrection began.14
The lead-up to the shot young Private Grayson fired is just as important as the piece of
lead itself. Unsurprisingly enough, neither side wanted war. Filipinos and Americans had
fought side-by-side in driving the Spaniards from the Philippines. But, when it was clear that a
US victory in this war was coming and that the Spanish would surrender the Philippines to the
US, tensions grew. US officials grew suspicious of the Filipinos who strolled around the city,
suspecting uprisings around every corner. To be fair, this was not entirely far off the mark of
12
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what was occurring. As the US struggled to enforce a “civil” government in the Philippines,
Aguinaldo was setting up provincial governments run by his well-to-do contacts in the
Philippines.15
The taking of the Philippines produced much controversy in the United States.
Republicans who fell in line with McKinley insisted that it was for the good of all. Democrats
formulated an argument, led by William Jennings Bryan, that imperialism was not only morally
reprehensible, but was unconstitutional. The essential argument behind this was that the United
States was intended to be a place where all men could vote and hold power in the government
and; furthermore, the United States from its Declaration of Independence was an anti-imperialist
power.16 Since the outbreak of the war and the subsequent attack and seizure of Spanish
colonies in the Far East, William Jennings Bryan had been lamenting to his audiences: “Our guns
destroyed a Spanish fleet, but can they destroy the self-evident truth, that governments derive
their just powers, not from superior force, but from the consent of the governed.” 17 Bryan was a
charismatic and handsome former Congressman from Nebraska who insisted that Americans
were becoming like their mother nation: Britain. He used his years of experience, he had
functioned as the head of the Progressive Party before becoming the lead man in the Democratic
Party, to win hearts and minds alike to his cause. After the Philippine-American War began, it
suddenly seemed as though Bryan’s vision of a corrupt and powerful United States was the way
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Ibid., 11.
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of the future. This became a key issue in his campaign of 1900. The American Anti-Imperialist
League was formed in an effort to stop the expansion of the United States.
The first and most prominent group that rose in the American Anti-Imperialist League
were the old supporters of Jeffersonianism. As historian Christopher Latsch argued:
The anti-imperialists largely ignoring the economic and strategic arguments for
annexation replied with a moral argument of their own. They admitted that our
history, as the expansionists were fond of showing, was a record of territorial
expansion, but they fixed the limits of our westward destiny at the shores of the
Pacific. ... to annex distant islands already heavily populated by racial aliens, the
anti-imperialists maintained, would be a momentous and disastrous departure
from the past. The Filipinos, for any number of reasons, could not become
American citizens; they would have to be governed as subjects. But how could a
republic have subjects?18
A good republic could not have colonies as it was against the principles republics stood for. A
republic’s government must be accessible by its entire people and the addition of the Philippines
meant a departure from this principle that had become a main stead of the Democratic party.
In contrast, the imperialists were a complicated group. Their push to take the Philippines
was spear headed by some of the greatest political leaders in the US. One of the biggest
concerns of the imperialists was money. The idea behind the capture of the Philippines was the
hope that they could be used as a trade port for Asia. In an address to the US Congress, Albert J.
Beveridge argued for the American Empire:
Today, we have one of the three great ocean possessions of the globe,
located at the most commanding commercial, naval, and military points in the
Eastern seas, within hail of India, shoulder to shoulder with China, richer in its
own resources than any equal body of land on the entire globe, and peopled by a
race which civilization demands shall be improved. Shall we abandon it?19
Christopher Lasch, “The Anti-imperialists, the Philippines, and the Inequality of Man,”
The Journal of Southern History, 24:3 (August 1959), 322.
18

19

U.S. Senate, General Session, Congressional Record. 56th Cong., 1st Sess., (January 9,
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The thoughts of the imperialists lay in progressivism. The demands for an improved America
came at the expense of taking other lands.
This idea of expansion of America leading to prosperity was already in place years before
McKinley authorized an invasion into the Philippines. Frederick Turner’s essay “The Frontier In
American History” emphasized the significance of having a frontier to the west to spur the
growth of good democratic society:
Up to our own day American history has been in a large degree the history of the
colonization of the Great West. The existence of an area of free land, its
continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain
American development.20
This idea had been present in American society for the better part of a decade before the antiimperialists and the imperialist conflict came into its prime in 1898. The extension of the
American Empire West was a natural part of America’s desire to expand that had been a crux of
American society since almost its existence. The desire to expand west across an ocean was not
that different than the desire to expand west through a sea of fields. Soon after Turner had
published his own theories on America’s success, Brooks Adams published his own theories.
Brooks Adams was a descendant of John Quincy Adams and he studied at Harvard. A Harvard
graduate, Adams observed the importance of trade routes in history.21 Historian William
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Frederick J. Turner, The Frontier In American History, 1893 (New York: Henry Holt
and Company, 1947), 1.
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Adams wrote two books on the subject of trade and its importance. The first was the
Law of Civilization and Decay, published in 1895, which focused on the Western movement of
trade and the reasons behind this movement. The second was America’s Economic Supremacy,
published in 1900, which predicted successfully that two economic powers would rise in the next
fifty years: Russia and the United States. The focus on matters outside the the US borders
complimented Turner’s ideas inside the US borders nicely. For more on Brooks Adams’ views
on America’s place in the world in a historical context see Charles Hirschfeld, “Brooks Adams
and American Nationalism,” The American Historical Review, 69:2 (January 1964), 371-392. In
addition, for a more complete history on Brooks Adams’ lasting effects on American thought on
9

Appleman Williams marked Turner’s essay and Adams’ books as the most important documents
in outlining the American empire in the late nineteenth century through the mid-twentieth
century:
One idea is Frederick Jackson Turner’s concept that America’s unique and true
democracy was the product of an expanding frontier. The other idea is the thesis
of Brooks Adams that America’s unique and true democracy could be preserved
only by a foreign policy of expansion. Turner’s idea was designed to explain an
experience already ended and to warn of the dangers ahead…. Taken together, the
ideas of Turner and Adams supplied American empire builders with… a
reasonably specific program of action from 1893 to 1953.22
The idea of expansion powering America to success at home was one that was
highly influential. The “Frontier Thesis”, by Turner, was arguably the determination for
the American advance into the world of imperialism. The United States was following its
European forefathers into colonialism. The American colonies were not unique because
they were not intended to be crafted that way. They were simple expansions, much as the
other European powers had expanded. Historian William M. Tuttle Jr. wrote: “In
nineteenth-century England the currency of such concepts as free land and the safety
valve was widespread, especially among conservatives who stubbornly opposed measures
to democratize the franchise.”23 The British had gotten to the concept of “free land” and
“safety valves” far prior to America. Indeed, America was designed much as an extension
of a British frontier thesis. The British were already well acquainted with the idea of

expansionism as well as his own history see William A. Williams, “Brooks Adams and
American Expansion,” The New England Quarterly, 25:2 (June 1952), 217-232.
William Appleman Williams, “The Frontier Thesis and American Foreign Policy,”
Pacific Historical Review, 24:4 (November 1955), 380.
22

William M. Tuttle Jr. “Forerunners of Frederick Jackson Turner: Nineteenth-Century
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23

10

imperialism and articulated it much in the same manner as Americans. American
colonialism was not unique.
But, the thought of riches and progress of the United States was not the only motivator to
the imperialists. Indeed, there appeared to have been a philanthropic nature also. It came from a
desire to help, in the most racist fashion possible. Many Americans came to believe in Social
Darwinism, in that white protestant Americans were meant to rule the world. But, with much
power comes much responsibility, so many Americans felt obliged to “assist” others worldwide.
The poem, “The White Man’s Burden: The United States and the Philippine Islands” by Rudyard
Kipling summarized the general feeling among the respectable in British and American society:
Take up the White Man’s burden—
Send forth the best ye breed—
Go send your sons to exile
To serve your captives' need
To wait in heavy harness
On fluttered folk and wild—
Your new-caught, sullen peoples,
Half devil and half child...”24
Kipling was a very ardent imperialist. Historian Christopher Hitchens explained the
historical significance of the poem:
‘The White Man’s Burden’ was finished on November 22, 1898, in Rottingdean,
Sussex, and sent straight off across the Atlantic to Theodore Roosevelt. It was, in
every sense, addressed to the United States. Its explicit purpose was to nerve

Rudyard Kipling, A Choice of Kipling’s Verse (London: Faber and Faber Limited,
1941), 136.
24
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Roosevelt in particular, and American opinion in general, to take an unabashed
advantage of the conquest of the Philippines.25
Kipling felt that the United States had a moral obligation to the people of the Philippine islands
to care for them since the “Half devil and half child” people there could not care for themselves.
Kipling wanted to sway the American people into attempting to control and “raising” the “wild”
Philippines up to the level of civilization. Kipling sent the poem, in particular, to Roosevelt due
to his popularity amongst the American people. Though at the time Roosevelt was not in public
office, he led the “Roughriders” in battle and was a prominent voice in nineteenth century
America. Roosevelt endorsed the poem and its meaning, he would actively quote it in his
arguments for the expansion of the American empire. Kipling’s attempts to convince
Americans of white supremacy clearly worked. The American reading public found a new liking
to openly racist novels that praised the Anglo-Saxon race.26 Americans began to genuinely think
about the welfare of others, even if racism intermingled with general philanthropy.
The defining character of imperialism in the Philippines was undoubtedly Theodore
Roosevelt. Historian David H. Burton explained the motivation for the man’s desires to conquer
other peoples in the world: “For Roosevelt the justification of imperialism consisted in the
opportunity for human improvement that it afforded the subject peoples.”27 It was a

Christopher Hitchens, “The Anglo-American Rudyard Kipling,” Grand Street, 9:3
(Spring 1990), 203.
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humanitarian aspect that drove the American peoples to colonize the Philippine islands, but it
also came from a fear. The fear that drove the Americans was the simple fear of differences. It
is in this regard that the Americans invaded the Philippines instead of freeing them from the yolk
of imperialism. Roosevelt spoke of this desire to Americanize the world when he said: “I would
certainly try to prove to the islanders that we intended not merely to treat them well but to give
them constantly increasing measure of self-government, and that we should only be too delighted
when they are able to stand alone.”28 The Filipinos were to be given independence when they
proved that they could be good Americans. The Americans planned only on releasing their
newly conquered peoples to their own devices when they proved they could be faithful allies of
the American concept of civilization, as well as to the United States itself.
Americans frequently make the mistake of assuming all imperialists were racists and the
anti-imperialists were the valiant civil rights advocates. While it is true that some antiimperialists were advocates for civil rights, this was almost exclusively the old Republicans and
it seems unfair to lump the entirety of the anti-imperialists with a small minority of their group.29
Many anti-imperialists used blatantly racist arguments to win their side. As Christopher Lasch
put it: “Anti-imperialists contended that the Filipinos, unless they were given their independence,
would have to be held in subjection, since they could not be admitted as citizens. What is
interesting is the manner in which they arrived at the latter conclusion. A brief study of the
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process reveals a Darwinism as thorough going as that of the imperialists themselves.”30 Racist
thought permeated itself among the anti-imperialists as strongly as it had in the imperialists; the
catch was that the philanthropy appeared to be missing amongst the anti-imperialists, even if the
philanthropy the imperialists advocated was philanthropy by force.
The first conflict between the imperialists and anti-imperialists was the decision on
whether to ratify the Treaty of Paris. The Treaty of Paris ended the Spanish-American War, but
led to the United States claiming new territory. Historian Paolo E. Coletta divided varying
opinions on how to deal with the situation:
Four schools represent the major divisions of thought on imperialism.
Republicans in general favored expansion. Republicans in opposition, led by men
like Andrew Carnegie and Senators George F. Hoar and Walter Mason, would
defeat the treaty or amend it by deleting the provision that the United States
acquire the Philippines. Democrats in general, and southern Democrats in
particular, favored expansion. Bryan headed a minority school that would ratify
the treaty in order to end the war, stop the bloodshed, and detach the Philippines
from Spain, and then grant the Filipinos independence by congressional
resolution.31
William Jennings Bryan was profoundly anti-imperialist. While everyone debated the
ratification of the treaty on the floor, Bryan surprised fellow party members by offering his
support for the treaty. Bryan told an interviewer: “… this nation cannot endure half republic and

30

Lasch then went on to show various arguments used by the anti-imperialists in favor of
the not adopting the islands. These ranged from the fear of Asians immigrating and taking
American jobs and ruining the culture to the abhorrence at the thought of making Filipinos
voting citizens for fear of them ruining the American Republic. In his conclusion, Lasch
essentially says that racism was present in all during this era due to the bastardization of
evolution and Darwinism that occurred and that we should not crucify these men due to their
racism as it was of the times not of the evil of the men. Lasch, 326.
Paolo E. Coletta, “McKinley, and the Treaty of Paris,” Pacific Historical Review, 26:2
(May 1957), 132.
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half colony – half free and half vassal.”32 The question is then raised why he would vote for
something that would lead directly to imperialism. As Coletta said, Bryan was essentially
between a rock and a hard place. He wanted a free Philippine nation, as he was a believer in the
democratic system, and thus could not allow the Philippines to fall into the hands of another
nation, but he did not want a Republican controlled America to have control. His choice would
have an impact on the voting of the Senators even though he was no longer in the Senate himself.
In the end, Bryan had to make the tough choice: “easier… to end the war at once by ratifying the
treaty and then deal with the subject [imperialism] in our own way.”33 Bryan did not want a
continued conflict. The choice he made was neither the right choice, nor the wrong choice. It
was a choice he had to make. The choice to ratify the Treaty of Paris as it was won by two votes.
Bryan would have to continue the fight to free the Philippines.
While the politicians argued amongst themselves in Washington about what to do with
the Philippines, vicious fighting was occurring on the islands. The fighting in particular was so
brutal because of the budding science of eugenics. Theorists of the day insisted that Northern
Europe, in particular Britain, had been successful not because of geographic resources or cultural
traits, but because of the race of the people: Anglo-Saxons. More people were becoming afraid
that the American stock might be tainted by people of other races: “Before a movement bearing
the name eugenics had begun in the United States, then, the stage had been set. By the mid1890’s a number of educated Americans were becoming aware of the seeming threats to the
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quality of the national stock.”34 This fear came to culminate in the Philippines. The Philippines
were a battleground where some American soldiers could quiet their morals and win their private
island war against a people they considered lower than themselves. Eugenics also lent scientific
support to the idea that white Protestant Americans were born with certain advantages and this
rhetoric was useful in the imperialist argument of philanthropy through force and constant
western expansion. With the self-assurance of the “master race” ideal Americans became bolder
and crueler in their attempts to pacify the Filipinos for both philanthropic and sadistic reasons.
In the conflict with the Filipinos, it was clear that the United States was underequipped at
the beginning. The Filipinos were fighting for ideals that many of the Americans themselves had
fought for at the birth of their own nation. Finally, the American soldiers were woefully
underequipped as the United States expected only to fight the meager Spanish force in the
Philippines and not the Filipinos themselves.
At first, the Americans had easy victories. Historian Brian Linn elaborated on the
success of the Americans in early 1899: “The American battlefield victories in early 1899 owed
a great deal to Aguinaldo’s decision to adopt conventional tactics and to rely on regulars instead
of guerillas.” 35 The Filipino people were not ready to be assimilated into the American populace
and thus acted as a nation state and fought as such.36 They were also slaughtered as such. The
Filipinos took heavy losses and they lost badly. In hopes of raising dissent on the home front,
34
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For more on American assimilation policies see McKinley’s Benevolent Assimilation
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attempting to “save” the world and “uplift” savages to higher culture.
36
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the Philippines plead to the American public via The North American Review in an article
entitled: “Aguinaldo’s Case Against the United States:”
We Filipinos have all along believed that if the American nation at large knew
exactly as we do, what is daily happening in the Philippine Islands, they would
rise en masse, and demand that this barbaric war should stop. There are other
methods of securing sovereignty – the true and lasting sovereignty that has its
foundation in the hearts of the people. Has not the greatest of English poets said:
‘Kind hearts are more than coronets,
And simple faith than Normal blood?”
And, did America recognize this fact, she would cease to be the laughing stock of
other civilized nations, as she became when she abandoned her traditions and set
up a double standard of government – government by consent in America,
government by force in the Philippine Islands.37
The Filipinos made an appeal to the sense of moral righteousness in the American people
as a whole. The idea that the government should have the consent of the governed is deeply
rooted in American society. This debate came to a culmination in the election of 1900 where
William Jennings Bryan squared off against President William McKinley. McKinley won 292
electoral votes to Bryan’s 155. The issue was then solved for the moment. The Filipinos were on
their own. The American public had abandoned them to their fate, regardless of the similarities
between their struggle and the struggle of the American Founding Fathers.
In late 1899 the United States sent both the American regular military and an allvolunteer force commanded by officers who had shown their merit in the Spanish-American
War.38 As the American troops took Aguinaldo’s capital, Tarloc, on November 13, 1899 it
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appeared as though victory was just on the horizon. McKinley had won the election and the
rebels looked to be on the verge of defeat. Unfortunately, this “victory” signaled the more bitter
stage of the war. Aguinaldo broke the largest Philippine island, Luzon, into three segments:
North, South, and Central. He placed the North under his own command, thus placing himself
away from the American high command. The South went to Major General Mariano Trías and
Central Luzon went to Major General Pantaleon García. Finally, Aguinaldo ordered that guerilla
warfare be undertaken. This brilliant tactical maneuver made it significantly harder to crush the
Philippine resistance due to its division of command. Americans found themselves fighting an
entire populace, instead of an entire army. As Captain Delphey T. E. Casteel put it: “One day we
may be fighting with thousands of their people [and] the next day you can’t find an enemy, they
are all ‘amigos.’ They have hidden their rifles and may be working for you, for all you know.”39
This caused a significant dip in morale. Sergeant Arthur H. Vickers of the First Nebraska
Regiment wrote in a letter home: “I am not afraid, and am always ready to do my duty, but I
would like some one to tell me what we are fighting for.”40 He was echoing the sentiments of
many American soldiers fighting in the Philippines.
In order to combat this form of warfare, the United States soldiers turned to a more
sadistic form of war. The first case of torture was relatively minor, an officer repeatedly struck
prisoners. Lieutenant Bissell Thomas of the Thirty-Fifth Volunteer Infantry was subsequently
court martialed and fined $300. However, the court upheld that Filipinos captured were not
prisoners of war. From there, torture spiraled out of control. Divisions were separated from their
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commanders by miles of untamed jungle and felt as though they had to do what they had to
survive. This ideal was furthered by the racism engineered by eugenicists and their idea of the
perfect European master race. Thus torture became mainstream in the Philippine conflict, with
“the water cure” (water boarding) being implemented starting in March 1900 only heightening
the effects. Water boarding was seen as far more acceptable than other forms of torture because
it left no physical blemishes on the abused. While some senior officers taking a stand against
this form of warfare, many officers turned a blind eye to their troops abuse of the natives.41
Rules of warfare disappeared from both sides as the insurrection dragged on. The
Filipinos themselves were brutal and clever in devices used to fight off the American
imperialists. On September 28, 1901 the Filipino guerilla fighters dressed as civilians snuck into
the town of Balangiga and opened fire on the US garrison of men guarding the camp. The
insurgents killed over half of the garrison residing there. The incident soon became known as
the Balangiga massacre. In 1902, the New York Times interviewed a discharged soldier, who
described why he inflicted torture upon insurgents: “He said they were captured and tortured in
order to secure information of the murder of Private O’Herne of Company I, who had been not
only killed, but roasted and otherwise tortured before death ensured.”42 Americans were
suffering heavily from fighting a motivated populace.
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The Americans responded brutally. A well documented case of harsh methods being used
to pacify the population was the torture of a town’s “presidente.” US troops held the man,
repeatedly water boarded him, and pumped water directly into his stomach. The method was
effective and the man did talk, but it sickened many an enlisted man. Incidents like this were not
unusual, torture was a common practice. Furthermore, methods of war against the people of the
Philippines were excessively harsh so as to deter the populace from supporting the guerillas. As a
young soldier from Kingston, New York wrote home in May of 1899:
The town of Titatia [sic] was surrendered to us a few days ago, and two
companies occupy the same. Last night one of our boys was found shot and his
stomach cut open. Immediately orders were received from General Wheaton to
burn the town and kill every native in sight; which was done to a finish. About
1,000 men, women, and children were reported killed. I am probably growing
hard-hearted, for I am in my glory when I can sight my gun on some dark skin
and pull the trigger.43
Corporal Gills of the First California Volunteers remarked on his experience in a letter home,
which happened about concurrently time wise to the boy from Kingston:
We make everyone get into his house by seven p.m., and we only tell a man once.
If he refuses we shoot him. We killed over 300 natives the first night. They tried
to set the town on fire. If they fire a shot from a house we burn the house down
and every house near it, and shoot the natives, so they are pretty quiet in town
now.44
The residents of the Philippines resisted the United States with guerilla warfare. They
fought as a population. The United States responded by waging war not on an army, but
on a people. The toll it took on the soldiers was incredible. Many letters home remark
on the horrors of the war the soldiers were fighting. The brutality of the fighting was a
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horrible vicious circle of ramping up of violence. The idea was that one side could fight
in a more outrageous and horrifying manner than the other and force an end to the war.
Perhaps the best example of this aggressive attitude was when Theodore Roosevelt was
questioned on the brutality done during the war: “Roosevelt formally acknowledged and
regretted U.S. atrocities but claimed that ‘a very cruel and treacherous enemy’ had
committed, for every American atrocity, ‘ a hundred acts of far greater atrocity.’”45
While the islands were held by soldiers, the United States also appreciated the pacifying
effect of missionaries in the Philippine Islands. Protestant missionaries had been present in the
Philippines since the Spanish rule and had been a small part of the drive to colonize the
Philippines, i.e. the “White Man’s Burden.” In his book Protestant Missionaries in the
Philippines, Kenton Clymer explained that the missionaries acted as America’s friendly faces.46
As Methodist Bishop Henry W. Warren recalled: “We treated Manila as we had treated Havana –
found it a pesthole, and made it a health resort.”47 The missionaries were there not to fight a war,
but to genuinely improve the standard of living, as they saw fit, in the Philippines. With the
Catholic Church having undergone criticism by the Filipino people, the Protestant missionaries
were relatively welcomed in the Philippines. While the troops were trying to win the war
through force, the missionaries were winning it with hearts and minds.
The Philippine Resistance eventually came to its knees not by the sadistic hands of racist
United States officers or of the smiling preachers, but by the hands of William Howard Taft. As
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the war raged violently across the islands of the Philippines, the United States government
realized something must be done to pacify their newly conquered people. The newly re-elected
President McKinley sent the Philippine Commission, headed by William Howard Taft (and soon
known as the Taft Commission), to the islands to restore peace and civilize the Filipinos. Taft
was not happy: “I am not the man you want. To begin with, I have never approved of keeping the
Philippines.”48 McKinley’s response was: “I think I can trust the man who didn’t want them
better than I can the man who did.” Taft then arrived in the islands in June 1900 to begin the
transfer of military government to civilian government, the trust of McKinley weighed upon him.
The trust was not wasted upon him as he acted as a benevolent ruler, doing his best to carry the
“White Man’s Burden” in governing the Philippines. The official end of the hostilities was on
July 1, 1902 with the passage of the Philippine Organic Act, where control of the Philippines was
handed over to a democratic civil government from the military government. The insurrection,
for all official purposes, was over.
The story of the Philippines is one of woes, triumphs, racism, torture, good intentions,
and a paved road to hell. The takeover of the Philippines was justified in that the American
people fully believed they were doing the correct action. In the end, they were successful
crushing the resistance and taking control over native non-English peoples. Protestantism took a
hold on the islands and a democratic form of government was established. But the cost for this
victory was immense. The death tolls on both sides were massive. The conflict drew the United
States in on itself, as many critics saw the taking of the Philippines as a massive mistake. In a
form almost resembling embarrassment, the United States collapsed into itself for the next
decade until it was thrust into another conflict that engulfed the world. The horrors witnessed in
Walter Hines Page and Arthur Wilson Page, The World’s Work (New York:
Doubleday, Page & Company, 1907), 9434.
48
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the Philippines and the realization of their own hypocrisy caused many Americans to regard
imperialism and interventionism with distaste. The American populace as a whole went from
cavalier cowboys to self-obsessed nativists. Furthermore, policies regarding torture and racism
did not die in the Philippines. The marks they bore continued into the twentieth century as
scientists justified racism through faux science and soldiers attested to the barbarity of the
Filipino race. Methods of torture did not die on the islands either and would rise from the depths
again in future conflicts where the United States found itself engulfed in guerilla warfare once
more. Finally, the Philippines had the profound effect of placing the US in a position of moral
ambiguity for the first time in its short history. Americans who could trace their ancestry back to
the founding fathers were now themselves acting as imperialists, enforcing their rule in a foreign
land. It appeared to be going against what many perceived as American: anti-colonialism.
Americans were forced to question the blood on their hands. It was not a black and white
conflict. Was America the beacon of freedom and progress it claimed to be or was it not unlike
the oppressive colonial powers that lived just a short ocean away? The clash of imperialists and
anti-imperialists was far bigger than two disagreeing political groups. The taking of a colony
required that definitions of Americanism be rewritten. It represented the big question awaiting
the industrializing nation. What type of country was America?
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